This article provides an analysis of the emerging market for 'edutainment' media in the UK. It covers three main sectors: print publishing, software and online learning. In each case, it argues that the development of the market is towards concentration of ownership; and that this is reinforced by the influence of contemporary educational policy. This results in a narrowing in the diversity of material available to the consumer, and in the forms of learning that are promoted. However, the article also suggests that there is a considerable degree of instability in the market, as different sectors expand and contract in response to economic, technological and political change; and it argues that attempts to target both parents and children by combining 'education' and 'entertainment' are bound to prove problematic.
The British government's evangelistic emphasis on education now extends well beyond its efforts to raise 'standards' in schools. In the past few years, there has been a growing insistence on the importance of parental involvement in children's learning. The government has repeatedly emphasised the value of homework, and funded a whole range of new initiatives that seek to extend the reach of schooling into children's leisure time, such as 'summer universities' and homework clubs. Meanwhile, the continuing expansion of national testing has created an atmosphere of growing competition, not only between schools but also among parents and children themselves.
Commercial companies have not been slow to grasp the new opportunities that have arisen here. Parents are being placed under increasing pressure to 'invest' in their children's education by providing additional resources at home. Private home tutoring is now becoming available for children at an ever-younger age; and there has been a marked increase in the commercial provision of supplementary classes, not just in 'extras' such as the arts but also in 'basics' such as maths and literacy. This is a largely unregulated market: there is no system of inspection, and no requirement that providers should be qualified.
Meanwhile, media and publishing companies have also sought to capitalise on the emergence of this new market. At least in some areas, there has been a significant increase in sales of educational materials designed for domestic use, particularly in the form of study guides and early learning materials. Recent industry research has suggested that the overall value of the educational resources market (including print and digital media) in the UK is around £350 million per year (PWC, 2002) ; and while homes represent a smaller share of this market than schools, the domestic market is clearly regarded as being ripe for further expansion.
The marketing of such goods and services often seeks to appeal to parents' 'better nature' -their sense of what they should be doing in order to qualify as Good Parents. This is perhaps most transparently the case with the marketing of home computers, which frequently involves claims about how they can 'help your child to get ahead' in the educational race (Nixon, 1998; Buckingham, Scanlon and Sefton-Green 2001) . Information technology, it is typically argued, will give children an 'educational edge' on the competition and help them 'move to the front of the class'. Indeed, the home computer could be seen as one of the indispensable 'symbolic goods' of contemporary parenting (Cawson et al., 1995) .
On one level, commercial involvement in out-of-school learning is nothing new: there is a long history of parents providing educational resources at home. As Carmen Luke (1989) and others have pointed out, the modern 'invention' of childhood was accompanied by a whole range of pedagogic initiatives aimed at parents and children, including primers, advice manuals and instructional books and playthings. However, the nature and scale of the operation have significantly changed in recent years. Furthermore, the demand for parental involvement in education has arisen just at a time when mothers are increasingly working outside the home, and when the form of family life is changing (via the rise in divorce and single parenthood). For those in employment in the UK, working hours appear to be rising; and for parents, there is accordingly a premium on 'quality time'. Particularly for parents who lead pressured lives, one solution is to throw money at the problem: paying for educational goods and services offers the promise of educational advantage which they may feel unable to secure on their own behalf or in their own time.
For those who have fewer economic resources, this option is less available, and to pursue it may require some difficult choices. Despite the government's commitment to 'social inclusion', it is arguable that educational inequalities have never been greater. The so-called 'digital divide' -between those who have access to home computers and those who do not -has been well documented (see BECTA 2001); although, of course, such a divide has always existed in relation to books. Meanwhile, others have complained about the 'invisible' purchasing of educational privilege through home tutoring (Russell, 2002) . As such, there are growing concerns that the commercialisation of out-of-school learning may exacerbate educational inequalities.
In this article, we consider how and why the market for educational resources in the UK has developed in recent years, focusing both on print media (book and magazine publishing) and on digital media (CD-Roms and websites). Our analysis draws on two research projects looking at the production, characteristics and uses of educational media designed for the domestic market 1 . The material presented here draws on a close reading of the trade press and industry reports; and on interviews with around 35 of the main UK educational publishers, software producers and retailers. We also refer, less directly, to our analysis of the textual aspects of these media; and to the findings of our research with families (for further information on these aspects, see Buckingham and Scanlon, 2003) .
Our analysis suggests that educational publishing is subject to many of the same pressures that now characterise other sectors of the media and cultural industries -most notably, increasing competitiveness, a concentration of ownership, technological convergence and globalisation. As with other areas of the media, the pace of change has created a considerable degree of instability and uncertainty. However, provision in this sector is also affected by government policy in a more direct way than is perhaps the case in other sectors. While government policy in the field of media and communication is increasingly characterised by deregulation, educational policy (not just in the UK, but in many other countries as well) is increasingly centralist. As we shall see, this gives rise to some interesting consequences in terms of the nature, range and quality of material that is provided to consumers.
Print publishing and retailing
Traditionally, children's educational publishing has been a slow-moving industry. However, in recent years, there have been far-reaching economic and technological changes, as well as developments in educational policy, that have had a decidedly unsettling effect. Across the industry as a whole, there has been a growing concentration of ownership. Both book and software publishing are increasingly dominated by a relatively small number of large, multinational companies. The retail sector is becoming even more narrowly concentrated, giving retailers greater power to demand discounts from publishers. There is also a tendency towards vertical integration of publishing and retailing, partly through direct marketing and use of the internet. In education, as in other areas of publishing, this results in intensive marketing of a comparatively small range of texts that are seen to have potential market appeal.
Meanwhile, international markets are increasingly important in influencing the selection of content and the presentation of texts. Although global products are 'localised' for national markets via co-publishing arrangements, publishers cannot afford to produce material that is too culturally specific, unless the national market is more or less guaranteed (as it is, for example, with exam revision aids, discussed below): this is a significant constraint in subject areas such as history. In addition, illustrations must also be made generic -for example, by removing national brands, or ensuring that cars or food are internationally recognisable. Styles of illustration can also be perceived as culturally specific, and so publishers will prefer to use a simplified 'international' style. Getting the ethnic balance right can also be difficult. For example, the US market requires ethnic diversity, but publishers argue that this can prove alienating elsewhere; and so they prefer to use hands rather than faces, and animals rather than people.
In educational publishing, as in other areas, these developments all lead to a reduction in the diversity of material available. In some areas of educational publishing, there are in fact more titles available, but the range of topics has narrowed. As in many other sectors of the media industries, the key imperative in contemporary educational publishing is that of risk management. This is a strategy that inevitably results in caution and conservatism. Series publishing offers an important means of dealing with risk, and has increasingly become the norm in non-fiction publishing. By contrast, company branding, which is used in a similar way in other sectors, is often seen by publishers as too inflexible.
However, developments in educational policy also offer a degree of stability for publishers, since they determine much of the demand for certain types of texts. The English National Curriculum, introduced in 1990, laid down very specific requirements on subject content, narrowing the range of topics covered and in turn making the market in particular areas more competitive. Publishers now have to work hard to distinguish their products from those of their competitors, whereas in the past they had a much freer rein over content. In terms of marketing, explicit claims about the relation to school work are often crucial to success; although (as we shall see) such materials must also promise 'fun' for the child.
Technological changes have also had particular consequences for educational publishers. The internet is now widely regarded as a more effective medium than books in terms of reference material. However, publishers are responding by creating internet-linked products, and packaging material for a range of media formats. Now that publishers are increasingly part of multi-media conglomerates, there is a tendency to exploit copyrights (such as licensed characters) across a range of media. However, commercial success in this process is far from guaranteed -as was most graphically demonstrated by the demise in 2000 of the leading British information book publisher Dorling Kindersley, which was taken over by the multinational Pearson following a disastrous venture in publishing non-fiction spin-offs from the latest Star Wars movie.
These changes have been largely reinforced by contemporary developments in the retail sector. The retailing of children's educational texts has always been problematic, both because of the small financial returns it can offer (as compared with adult books, or children's fiction), and because of the fact that it is mainly parents (rather than children) who actually buy the books. Retailing has seen a significant concentration of ownership in recent years. This, combined with the deregulation of the industry (and particularly the ending of the Net Book Agreement, which fixed retail prices), has shifted the balance of power from publishers to retailers. While independent retailers have several advantages over larger chains, they cannot compete on price. Meanwhile, there has also been a rise in nontraditional outlets such as supermarkets, and in on-line shopping. However, a small group of larger retailers now enjoy considerable power in determining the success or failure of particular texts or product lines.
These developments have had several implications for the children's educational market. Non-traditional outlets are more significant in this sector than elsewhere: supermarkets, for example, have significantly helped to create a market for early learning texts (including magazines), and reach consumers who would not use specialist bookshops. However, they only stock a limited range; and their impact is confined to particular sectors of the market. Meanwhile, retailers are looking for new ways to attract customers, by changing the shop environment and services. Children are becoming an important niche market, catered for via multi-product merchandising and attempts to turn shopping into a 'leisure experience' -although experiments in this area by leading retailers have so far met with limited success.
In general, then, a combination of growing commercial competition and government policy on education is shapingand in many cases narrowing -the range of material available. Yet the implications in terms of content are rather more complex. On the one hand, publishing is increasingly tied in with other areas of the media industries; and, to this extent, we might expect to see a blurring of 'education' and 'entertainment', as producers exploit copyrights across a range of media. Yet on the other hand, the instability of the market, and the determining influence of government policy, mean that the home market and the school market are likely to come into closer alignment in the coming years. To this extent, we might expect that the home will increasingly come to be seen as an extension of the school, and that the kinds of 'informal' learning that might occur in the home will become increasingly 'curricularised' (Brown, 1993) and less and less 'entertaining'. In this context, striking the balance between 'education' and 'entertainment' is bound to prove increasingly difficult.
That's edu-tainment
As should be apparent from the preceding account, these changes have very different implications for different sectors of the publishing business. In the case of children's educational publishing, one should distinguish between hardback reference books, paperback non-fiction, early learning texts and study guides. According to several publishers whom we interviewed, the market for hardback nonfiction books is now stagnant or even declining. Competition from the internet, deregulation in the retail trade, a drop in library funding and an over-crowded market were the main reasons given for this. On the other hand, the growing pressure of national testing is fuelling demand for materials that claim to support the National Curriculum or government initiatives like the numeracy and literacy hours; and the fact that children are now starting formal learning at an ever-younger age has opened up a lucrative new market for publishers.
However, unlike school textbooks, educational books designed for the home need to target a dual market. They have to satisfy parents' expectations about what counts as valid education, and hence as a worthwhile way for their children to spend their time; and yet, if children are to be persuaded to use them in their leisure time, they also have to qualify as pleasurable and entertaining. To some extent, this accounts for the emergence of 'edu-tainment', a hybrid mix of education and entertainment that relies heavily on visual material, on narrative or game-like formats, and on more informal, less didactic styles of address. The sales pitches for such material rely on an obsessive insistence that learning is inevitably 'fun'. These new forms of edutainment are therefore offered both as an acceptable leisure-time pursuit, and as a glamorous alternative to the apparent tedium of much school work. Children, it is typically argued, will gain a competitive edge on their peers -and yet they will not even know that they are learning.
The most obvious manifestation of this tendency over the past decade has been the proliferation of educational toys, books, CD-ROMs and magazines which are targeted at the preschool and primary school age groups. These early learning materials are mostly based on media tie-ins and licensed characters, but they often incorporate explicitly educational activities, which are reinforced by assessment and testing. Although the words 'fun' and (in the case of software) 'interactive' seem to be obligatory, these materials generally have quite narrowly-defined educational goals. 'Fun learning' is predominantly identified (and indeed assessed) in terms of mastering 'skills' in reading, writing, basic maths and science. These materials usually claim to support the National Curriculum, literacy or numeracy objectives: linking content directly to school work (however tenuously) has become an important marketing strategy for materials designed for use in the home. Thus, one of the most successful 'fun learning' products in recent years has been the pre-school magazine. Most of the titles in this field are based on children's television programmes and licensed characters (such as the Teletubbies) and so appeal directly to children. Yet at the same time, they address parental concerns about education by providing guidance for parents, in the form of messages explaining the educational value of the activities and separate pages offering pedagogic advice (see ). The other area of the market that has seen considerable growth in recent years is that of 'study guides' or revision aids. Such publications have been on the market for decades, but the extension of national testing has created significant new market opportunities. Traditionally, this type of material was developed for students in the 14-16 age group studying for national examinations, but in recent years a new type of study aid -often referred to as 'home learning' or 'home study' -has emerged which is aimed at a much younger age group. Dorling Kindersley, for example, produces a range of maths workbooks for pre-school and for Key Stages 1 and 2 (age 5-11). Whilst in the past the sale of home study material was mainly in two periods (back to school and before exams), now there is demand throughout the school year. One publisher -Letts Educational -has even produced series called Holiday and Holiday Extras which are designed to be used by primary age children over the summer holidays. According to the cover blurb, the Holiday Extras series 'bridges the holiday learning gap and ensures school success'. And the learning does not have to stop when children finish the workbook: a number of series make suggestions on how everyday activities can be turned into 'learning opportunities'.
These home learning materials are marketed squarely at the parent: the information on the inside and back covers addresses the parent, typically offering advice on how to 'help your child'. Guidelines or notes to parents are a standard feature, and in some cases separate titles in the series are produced for parents. The younger the age group, the more extensive these notes are likely to be: for example, 6 out of the 32 pages in the Letts Pre-School Skills: Counting book are parents' notes. As with other home learning resources, the cover blurb often appeals to parents' anxieties, for example: 'Are you concerned about your child's education?' (Hodder Times Tables) 'Remember you can never practice Maths enough' (Dorling Kindersley Maths Made Easy).
Publishers have attributed the development of this market to the culture of assessment and testing in schools. One independent retailer whom we interviewed claimed that she could fill her shop with these kinds of publications, such was the demand. According to a major high-street chain, teachers are now far more likely to recommend study guides than they were in the past, and parents appear to be more susceptible to these recommendations. In this respect, the 'logic' of the market is bound to reinforce dominant tendencies in educational policy -not least because government policy appears to offer a degree of predictability and security in an increasingly competitive commercial environment. This has resulted in a significant shift in the balance between different sectors of the market. Our interviews with publishers and retailers suggest that whilst there is a lucrative market for materials which focus specifically on the National Curriculum, the demand for general non-fiction and reference books is in decline. This in turn suggests that the nature of home learning itself may have become narrower and more prescribed.
Educational software
The tendencies we have described above also apply to the educational software market, albeit in particular ways. In fact, the market for educational CD-ROMs, which expanded rapidly during the late 1990s, is now beginning to stagnate. Part of the reason for this is obviously to do with competition from the internet (which we will consider in more detail below); but there are other reasons too.
As in print publishing, the overriding tendency within the educational software industry is towards monopoly, or at least oligopoly. The UK's four leading educational software companies are all owned by global multinationals: TLC (formerly The Learning Company) and Europress are owned by the US-based toy companies Mattel and Hasbro respectively; Havas is owned by the French-based media corporation Vivendi; and the fourth is Disney. As we have noted, Dorling Kindersley, formerly one of the UK's market leaders, was taken over in 2000 by the media conglomerate Pearson, and is now no longer producing software. Prior to these take-overs, Europress had been a family-owned company for thirty years; and Dorling Kindersley was owned by its founder, Peter Kindersley. The scope for innovation in the field of software publishing is less than in the case of books, since the costs of entry into the market, and the costs of production, are much higher. Here, smaller companies are significantly more vulnerable. Because of the high production costs, software must be even more clearly designed for a global market than is the case with books. Changing the language on a CD-ROM is relatively straightforward, although accents may also have to be changed (most American CDs are 're-voiced' for the UK market); but the cost of changing the visual design of an interactive product is generally prohibitive.
The general uncertainty within this sector has of course been accentuated by the rapid pace of technological change. During the 1990s, the market in reference books was severely hit by the advent of CD-ROMs, and particularly by the practice of 'bundling' Encarta and other reference works with the purchase of home computers. However, the market in CD-ROMs is now in turn being undermined by the popular dissemination of the internet, which is arguably much more effective both in terms of the quantity of information and in terms of searchability. This development has specific implications for particular areas of content. Book and software publishers are keen to avoid replicating the kind of material that they believe is more effectively provided on the internet (for example, in an area like geography). Yet, as compared with the internet, the advantages of books (for instance, in terms of portability and ease of use) are perhaps clearer than those of CD-ROMs; although the high level of parental anxiety surrounding 'adult' content on the internet, together with the degree of specialism and linguistic difficulty of much web-based material, may still work in favour of age-targeted CD-ROMs.
However, several software publishers are taking advantage of technological convergence and attempting a 'multi-platform' approach, for example by linking books or CD-ROMs with specially selected sites, or using a CD-ROM purchase as the basis for a limited-time subscription to dedicated sites from which additional material can be downloaded. In future, it seems likely that educational content will be produced for a range of media formats, in line with the general tendency towards 'multi-media synergy' or 'integrated marketing'. For instance, the use of licensed characters may be more likely to occur in the educational software market in future, as a result of the concentration of ownership described above. However, publishers are also wary about upsetting brand identities. Some argue that associating entertainment characters with educational products may undermine both aspects. Furthermore, hitting the right time is crucial when it comes to media tie-ins -as Dorling Kindersley's ill-fated Star Wars venture shows -and may be less appropriate for educational products, which are intended to have a longer shelf-life.
As in book publishing, the logic here is to capitalise on existing successes rather than to take the risk of new or one-off products. CD-ROM series such as 'Reader Rabbit', 'Adi', 'Learning Ladder' and (formerly) Dorling Kindersley's 'Explorer' have a defined brand identity that -among other things -can provide a substantial visual presence in shop displays. In the case of software, there is an emphasis on building long-term brand loyalty through offering a range of titles that progress up the age range; and this also offers economies of scale in terms of production costs. Although brand identities can become stale (which some have argued may have been the case with Dorling Kindersley), the inevitable result is a form of conservatism: texts are produced according to a formula which can repeated across different subject matter. As one publisher suggested to us, once a successful brand formula had been achieved, all that remained for them to do was to 'churn it out'. Here again, the companies that are best placed to benefit from this situation are those that already have well-established brand identities; and as a result, the scope for innovation on the part of smaller companies or new entrants to the market is bound to be reduced.
These tendencies have been accentuated by the retailing of educational software -which, at least in Britain, has proven to be particularly problematic. There is still only one high-street retail chain specialising in software, Electronics Boutique, and most of its business is in games. Beyond this, there is a range of outlets, none of which appears to offer the best retail context for educational packages. There are large computer stores, which tend to focus primarily on hardware, and are notoriously alienating for female customers (who may be more likely than fathers to be looking for educational packages for their children). There are multi-purpose high-street outlets, which tend to have very limited display space and can only stock a small range of titles. And in Britain -unlike, for example, in France -specialist bookstores have generally been reluctant to stock software.
In comparison with books, software packages are also quite highly priced, and are unlikely to be seen as an 'impulse buy'. In general, it is impossible to try out such programs before you buy, which means that the packaging is vital; but the fact that the boxes are therefore relatively large inevitably reduces the range of titles that can be stocked or displayed. Finally, there are few sources of independent advice about available titles -or even straight advertising -available to potential consumers. These problems have been accentuated by the concentration of ownership in the retail sector (described above). In the case of books and magazines, this has to some extent been offset by the rise of 'non-traditional' retailers such as supermarkets; but much of the expansion here is based on inexpensive 'impulse buying', which does not apply in the case of software.
To some degree, government policy would appear to offer software publishers and retailers a degree of predictability and security. Here again, the market seems heavily dominated by the imperatives of national testing. In some large computer stores, what used to be called the 'education' or 'learning' section is now called simply 'National Curriculum'. The packaging of educational software frequently includes prominently displayed claims about its relevance to national tests; and some packages make great play of their 'state of the art assessment technology', which enables parents to test their children's progress against SAT targets. (It is worth noting here that software produced overseas is often re-packaged for the UK market in order to emphasise such claims. Broderbund's The Logical Journey of the Zoombinis, for example, is marketed in the UK as Zoombinis Maths Journey.) On one level, then, this could be seen to accentuate the general 'back-to-basics' movement. Yet this is likely to be even more the case with software than with books, given the instability of the industry, the high production costs and the high price to the consumer. To a much greater extent than with books, the consumer needs to be provided with significant grounds to justify their purchase.
In the case of software, the other key word here is 'interactivity'. For the writers of sales pitches and packaging blurbs, 'interactivity' seems to be a magic word which will guarantee children's engagement. Yet as we have argued elsewhere (Buckingham and Scanlon, 2003) , much of the 'interactivity' of such educational software is extremely limited -particularly when compared with children's experience of computer games. In many cases, interactivity is limited to clicking away at the interface, activating 'bells and whistles' or completing multiple-choice tests. At the best of times, the production budgets for educational software are likely to be paltry when compared with those for computer games -an industry that is now more profitable than Hollywood. One inevitable result of this is that educational packages are bound to prove much less compelling and pleasurable than games. Most educational software is just a pale shadow of the average Playstation game: it is lacking in interactivity, visual quality, the level of challenge, the potential for collaboration -in fact, in all the elements that make games so fascinating for children.
Taken together, these developments have some rather negative implications for consumers. The range of educational material available on CD-ROM is currently dominated by reference works and drill-and-practice packages; and, for the reasons we have identified, it is likely to become even narrower in the future. There is limited scope for innovation within the industry, as smaller producers are being marginalised and larger companies are concentrating on 'safer' material. Meanwhile, few consumers know what is available or where to go in order to buy it. In our research (Buckingham and Scanlon, 2003) , we found that few families were making extensive use of educational software. Even in relatively well-equipped families, most had bought little beyond the packages that came 'bundled' with the computer itself. The range of titles in use was quite limited; and several of the parents and children whom we interviewed had invested in software that turned out to be of poor quality, or did not live up to the promises of its packaging.
These findings echo those of previous research. In an early study, conducted well before the widespread dissemination of the internet, Giacquinta et al. (1993) found that uses of educational software in the home were extremely limited, even in families with relatively high levels of enthusiasm and technical knowledge. All the research would suggest that children's uses of computers in the home are massively dominated by playing games; and that the use of specifically educational software remains relatively limited (Livingstone and Bovill, 1999; Papadakis, 2001 ). As Giacquinta et al. suggest, this is one significant reason why home computers have largely failed to deliver on their educational promise.
Learning online
Ultimately, then, the prognosis for the educational software market seems far from good. Yet it remains to be seen whether the internet will provide a more profitable alternative. Here again, economic uncertainties exercise a considerable constraint on the kinds of material that are made available to the consumer.
Online learning is an industry that is only just beginning to take shape, with many different players jostling for position in what is becoming a very competitive market. A few of the companies involved have a public remit to offer educational content, such as the BBC and Channel 4. Others are commercial companies with a stake in other media, for example Granada, Pearson, the Times Educational Supplement and The Guardian. Software companies like Europress and TLC (The Learning Company) are particularly interested in the possibilities of the internet because of the decline in the CD-ROM market; and some companies (such as RM) which originally supplied ICT hardware are diversifying into new markets including educational websites. Meanwhile, other companies (from Macdonalds to Cadbury's) are using broadly 'educational' sites as a means of promoting their own products or services; and of course there is a wide range of non-profit organisations, schools and individuals creating educational sites.
One of the main issues facing commercial companies is how to make a return on their investment. Subscription and advertising are two of the leading possibilities. Spark Learning, for example, is a medium-sized e-learning company that has developed an elaborate system for generating income based on advertising, subscription fees from parents and schools, and sponsorship from London Electricity. In addition, its site has links to the high-street store WH Smith and other retailers. Spark Learning has recently gone into partnership with the BBC to produce a range of books, magazines and CD-ROMs. There are also examples of companies developing sites which effectively have to be used in conjunction with other media, either print or digital. So, for example, Pearson has launched a study guides package, comprising online testing and resources which can be accessed only by students who have purchased the book. Meanwhile, as we have noted, software producers are developing CD-ROMs which allow users to download additional content from the internet.
One of the problems with charging a subscription fee is that consumers have become so accustomed to free content that it may now be difficult to persuade them to pay for the service. While subscription is an established method for pornography (see di Filippo, 2000) , our research suggests that it is unlikely to be effective in relation to education -even for parents who identify education as one of the reasons for buying a computer in the first place. Some companies have attempted to operate on a 'loss-leader' principle, and several sites that started out as free services are now subject to a subscription or pay-per-view charge -although of course this approach is only feasible for companies who can sustain losses in the short term. Getting parents to subscribe to another product which is linked to the web site may be another way of overcoming this barrier: Spark Learning, for example, is planning to produce a magazine that is linked to its web site, on the basis that parents are more familiar with the idea of subscribing to magazines.
An important boost for subscription-charging sites is the government's decision to provide funding to schools for online resources via its Curriculum Online initiative. However, the benefits here may be offset by the BBC's plans to introduce a 'Digital Curriculum' which will be free to both homes and schools. Even with additional funding, schools may be more likely to recommend free sites, on the basis that these will be accessible to a greater number of children at home (see Scanlon and Buckingham, forthcoming) .
Advertising and sponsorship raise different problems. The internet is increasingly being used as a means of advertising to children (Center for Media Education, 1997; Seiter, forthcoming), though it is generally considered far less acceptable to advertise on educational websites. For example, the Eligibility Rules for the DfES's Curriculum Online portal state that advertising should be kept to a minimum. Despite this, marketers have found ways of introducing advertising, product placements and company branding into educational websites. Indeed, there appear to be some contradictions in the DfES's policy here, since there are several commercial sites linked to the National Grid for Learning and to Gridclub, its official web site for 7-11 year olds. However, finding companies who are willing to advertise or provide sponsorship may not be easy in the current economic climate; and even large multi-media companies like Channel 4 are having some difficulties in finding the 'right' sponsors.
In some instances, of course, the website is not intended to generate direct revenue in its own right, and so immediate profit is not the issue. This is most obviously the case for 'amateur' providers, and for company sites: companies like Cadbury (whose main business is selling chocolate) are clearly using their educational website as a means of company branding, associating their products with the 'feelgood' factor of education -although in the process they are undoubtedly offering a particular account of the historical role of their products within the global economy (for an analysis of this site, see Burn and Parker, forthcoming) . In other cases, publishers are putting samples of material on the internet as a form of advertising for their books; while some companies have tried to target the home market by combining online content with small group and online tuition (albeit with little success to date). Given the difficulties in generating revenue from the internet, companies with interests in other areas are currently at a significant advantage -as are publishers in other media, who have libraries of available content that can be transferred to the new medium, often with minimal interactivity (generating material that is described by some in the industry as 'shovelware').
Established media companies also have a huge advantage in terms of reaching their target audience. For example, broadcasters will advertise their own web sites, or provide programmes which are linked to web sites; and the sites can also serve as a means of selling merchandise related to programmes. For smaller companies, reaching the target audience is far more difficult; and the home market is significantly more elusive than schools. By comparison with schools, there is relatively little market research on home uses of computers. There appears to be little or no advertising of websites in publications which target the home market, for example parenting or computer magazines; and website producers argue that the cost of advertising would not necessarily be offset by the number of new customers. At the same time, company branding is likely to prove particularly important in this market. Given the amount and diversity of content available on the Web, and the lack of 'quality control', both schools and parents may be inclined to choose well known brands like the BBC or Channel 4, thereby making the task of the smaller, lesserknown companies even more difficult.
In practice, producers argue that the way to reach the home is through the school, particularly if schools give a direct endorsement of a particular site -thereby indicating yet another way in which private companies are using public institutions as a means of commercial marketing. The advent of 'managed learning environments' (MLEs), which allow children to have access at home to material they use in school, may also enable some companies to corner both the home and the school market. Just as the bundling of Encarta with computers affected the market for educational CD-ROMs, so too the inclusion of particular web sites in MLEs may concentrate the market. Schools may decide to buy 'complete solutions' in the form of MLEs rather than trawling through the internet looking for content. In this context, smaller companies are bound to find it harder to survive, and may have little option but to work with larger conglomerates.
Ultimately, as with book publishing, the tendency may be for the home market to be led by developments in the schools market. As we have suggested, the schools market is more predicable and more easily reached; and at least in the short term, it is also more obviously lucrative. Furthermore, in respect of the schools market, the government has seen its role as that of a 'developmental state' -a stance which contrasts quite markedly with its broadly deregulatory position in respect of other areas of the media industries (see Scanlon and Buckingham, forthcoming) . Via initiatives like the National Grid for Learning, Curriculum Online and (indirectly) the BBC's Digital Curriculum, the government has invested significant expenditure in stimulating the e-learning industry, and in attempting to increase Britain's competitiveness in global markets. Total expenditure by UK schools on curriculum software and electronically delivered content was recently estimated to be £70-80 million per year (PWC, 2002) ; and the government has recently announced that it will be making available £100 million to schools in the form of 'E-Learning Credits'. By contrast, sales of educational software to homes -which could in principle represent a much bigger market -are estimated to be around £35 million (ibid.). One consequence of this is that the available content necessarily comes to be dominated by the National Curriculum. As in book publishing, there are few commercial incentives for companies to provide diverse and innovative content, or to cater for areas outside the core National Curriculum subjects, particularly as the market becomes more competitive.
As this implies, there is a significant gap between the emerging reality of e-learning and the rhetoric that has often accompanied it. The notion that the web would result in a decentralised communication environment, and the rise of an artisanal 'cottage industry' of producers -envisaged by, among others, Nicholas Negroponte (1995) -has not been borne out. Undoubtedly, the costs of entry to the market here are much less than in other areas of the media, such as broadcasting or publishing; and there is, as yet, relatively little regulation. Yet, at least in the field of education, it is the large global multi-media companies that are coming to dominate the industry. As we have suggested, the overall uncertainty of the market clearly favours established content providers in other media, particularly if they have established brand identities. Larger companies are in a better position to sustain initial losses; are likely to have access to existing content in other media; and are more able to advertise their services. In this respect, technological changes may reinforce the tendency of changing patterns of ownership to create a more centralised industry: rather than challenging traditional media structures, the internet may be helping to reinforce and extend them. The BBC's Digital Curriculum clearly exemplifies this tendency. As a well-established multi-media company, the BBC is ideally placed to play a leading role in the e-learning market. It has a strong brand and a reputation for producing educational materials for homes and schools. It has access to content and expertise; and its websites can be linked to other media products, for which customers have to pay. It has now been given permission by the government to use license fee income to fund its e-learning provisiondespite the fact that this will not be available to all license fee payers. It is perhaps not surprising that its plans in this area have attracted such widespread opposition, not just from its commercial rivals, but also from defenders of public service broadcasting (see Scanlon and Buckingham, forthcoming) .
At the same time, there is a significant disparity here in terms of learning. According to some of their advocates, computers have an almost magical emancipatory role in this respect: children are seen to possess a spontaneous thirst for learning that is somehow automatically released by this technology. Digital technology, they argue, offers a form of individualised, 'self-directed' learning, which proceeds at the child's natural pace (e.g. Papert, 1996) . Yet, even on the most optimistic analysis, the reality of online learning falls significantly short of this objective. As with print publishing, the combination of market logic and the influence of government policy seems to result in a narrowing both of the available content and in terms of what counts as meaningful learning (see Buckingham and Scanlon, forthcoming) .
Conclusion: a soft touch?
The developments described in this article could clearly be seen as a further instance of the growing importance of commercial involvement in education (cf. Gewirtz et al, 1995; Hatcher, 2002) . On the face of it, education appears to offer increasingly significant market opportunities for media companies of many kinds. The home market in particular would seem to represent a relatively under-developed sector, as compared with the more institutionalised and professionalised schools market. In the current context of public debate about education, and of education policy, it would seem comparatively easy for media companies to capitalise on parental insecurities.
Yet, as we have suggested, the situation is rather more complex than this. The pace of technological change, increasing competitiveness within the industry, and the consequences of globalisation have created a more unstable and unpredictable commercial environment. Government policy on education has -at least in the short term -offered a degree of security; and, in combination with the operation of the market, this has led to a narrowing in the range of material available and in the kinds of learning that are emphasised and valued. Yet while some sectors of the market are clearly booming, others are looking decidedly unsteady; and in the case of the internet, there is still considerable uncertainty about the most effective means of generating income.
The consequences of this for educational 'consumers' are also far from guaranteed. Our research with parents (Buckingham and Scanlon, 2003) suggests that there is a clear 'educational divide' between parents who are able to invest in such resources and those who are not. However, there are some grounds for scepticism about whether such parents are actually achieving the educational advantages that they appear to be buying for their children. Despite attempts to 'make learning fun', we found little evidence that children were engaging enthusiastically with these educational materials. Set against the appeals of real entertainment -of cartoons or computer games or fan websites -those of 'edu-tainment' appear distinctly pale by comparison. Indeed, as the kinds of learning that are promoted within formal education become ever narrower and more reductive, it may be that children will be more and more inclined to resist the pressure to learn outside school. Anxious parents may represent a soft touch for marketers, but children may not be so easily persuaded.
